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Proverbial Education?

Mottos in May Morris’s The Homestead and
the Forest cot quilt and Mavor’s
English Spelling Book
___
ALISON FOGG

This article explores May Morris’s 1890 cot quilt, The Homestead and the
Forest, as a personal artefact representing her socialist values and as a pedagogical
tool reflecting late Victorian educational methodology. By comparing the use of
proverbial sayings on the quilt to mottos in a popular Victorian primer, William
Mavor’s English Spelling Book, I will show that May uses mainstream
pedagogy, at the same time that she undermines
some of its basic precepts.

A

cquired in 2016 by Kelmscott Manor, May Morris’s The Homestead and the Forest
cot quilt has not yet received the scholarly attention it deserves. Current
research has focused on the important task of identifying the sources of the individual
animals and quotations that border the design.1 Kathy Haslam, Jill Halliwell, and
Caroline Palmer have identified sources for some of the animals: Thomas Bewick’s
engravings, William Morris’s Forest tapestry, and possibly Medieval patterns exemplified
in the Feller collection.2 The quotations, in English, Italian, Latin and Farsi, were
sourced from books in William Morris’s library.3 Together, the quilt’s bestiary and text
reflect a multicultural, literary worldview that, as Anna Mason observes, ‘form a stitched
encyclopaedia of the animal kingdom’, for parent and child to ‘linger over’.4

See Kathy Haslam, ‘The Homestead and the Forest cot quilt,’ The William Morris Society Magazine,
Spring (2016), 2–5.
2 Haslam, p. 4; Caroline Palmer suggests a comparison between May Morris’s designs for the
Kelmscott quilt and those in the Feller collection. This comparison applies equally well to The
Homestead and the Forest. See Caroline Palmer, ‘Picking up the Thread: exploring the designs of May
Morris in the Ashmolean Museum’, The Decorative Arts Society Journal (2018), 123–141 (p. 139 and
FN 31).
3 Haslam, p. 5.
4 Anna Mason et al, May Morris: Arts and Crafts Designer (London: Thames and Hudson, 2017), p.
118.
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Figure 1. May Morris and Jane Morris, The Homestead and the Forest, c. 1890. Silk on linen and silk mixed
ground, 153 × 126 cm. Kelmscott Manor, Lechlade. © The Society of Antiquaries London (Kelmscott Manor).

The rich materials – silk thread on silk and linen fabric – underline the artistic
and personal value of this piece; a child wrapped in such a fine quilt would feel warm
and loved. The embroidery was a joint effort: May provided the design and Jane Morris
worked the quilt sometime before October 1890 when it was exhibited at the third Arts
and Crafts Exhibition. The date also holds emotional significance, since May was
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married to Henry Halliday Sparling in June 1890.5 According to Fiona MacCarthy, it
is accepted ‘in Morris circles’ that the Sparlings had a still-born baby.6 It is possible that
the quilt was for this child.7 Regardless of her intention, the images and mottos on the
quilt make a powerful pedagogical statement. The ordered, central image of the
‘homestead’ is protected from the outside world of the ‘forest’ by a circular river, while
the twelve proverbial quotations inscribed as a border provide lessons about the
importance of hard work, education, and equality, among others. As Haslam observes,
the words and images on the quilt reflect May’s socialist ideals, first gleaned from her
father and then cultivated as her own when, in 1884, she became a member of the
Hammersmith Socialist League.8 However, the quilt is also a product of contemporary
educational methodology, reflected in primers such as William Mavor’s English Spelling
Book (referred to hereafter as the Spelling Book), which uses proverbial statements to teach
reading and morality.9 I will argue that The Homestead and the Forest must be evaluated
not only as a personal heirloom reflecting May’s artistic and political ideals, but as an
artefact that weaves late Victorian pedagogy into its design. This appropriation
highlights the tension between imagination and rote learning that was debated in
literature and school inspection reports in the last decades of the nineteenth century.10
While May’s use of mottos reflects contemporary educational practice, the socialist
content of these mottos undermines the values promoted in the Spelling Book, making a
decorative object political.
Victorian beliefs about children were conflicted. Novels by Dickens, home
decoration manuals, and medical treatises present children as innocent beings whose
development depends upon imaginative play at home and school, ideas that can be
traced to Locke, Rousseau, and the Romantic writers of the eighteenth century.11
Robert Edis’s advice to parents to use plants and pictures to encourage active learning
in the nursery could have been plucked directly from Locke.12 To make ‘learning a
sport’, Locke suggests using: dice with letters on them to teach the alphabet; texts with

Jan Marsh, Jane and May Morris: A biographical story 1839-1938 (London: Pandora, 1986), p. 215.
Fiona MacCarthy, William Morris: A Life for our Time (London: Faber and Faber, 1994), p. 650.
7 Haslam, p. 4.
8 Haslam, p. 5; Anna Mason, ‘May Morris: Socialist Agitator’, in May Morris: Art and Life, ed. by
Lynne Hulse (London: Friends of the William Morris Gallery, 2017), 25–41 (p. 26).
9 I am grateful to Adrienne McKenna for suggesting this book.
10 See David Vincent, Literacy and Popular Culture: England 1750-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1993), pp. 79 and 88–89.
11 See Charles Dickens, Hard Times, ed. by Kate Flint (London: Penguin, 2003), pp. 9-15; Charles
Dickens, Dombey and Son, ed. by Andrew Sanders (London: Penguin), p. 121 and p. 162. Kindle;
Robert Edis, Decoration and Furniture of Town Houses (New York: Scribner and Welford, 1881), pp.
226–231. <http://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/OXVU1:LSCOP_ALL:TN_hathi_trustuc1.b5190286
286> [accessed 31 January 2019]; Pye Henry Chavasse, Counsel to a Mother on the Care and Rearing of
her Children, 3rd edn. (London: J. & A. Churchill, 1874), pp. 132–133; James Sully, Studies of
Childhood (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1903), Chapters II and IX;
Peter Coveney, The Image of Childhood (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1967), pp. 33–68.
12 Edis, pp. 227–228.
5
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pictures, such as Aesop’s Fables for entertainment and discussion; and labelled images of
animals to engage children and enforce proper spelling.13
At the same time, as David Grylls argues, many Victorians adhered to the
Wesleyan creed that children were sinners.14 Even though, as David Vincent points out,
‘Aesop’s Fables replaced the Bible as the most common form of precept’ in primers after
the Revised Code of 1862, reading was still taught using charity schools’ catechistic
method.15 Morality was a key aspect of the school curriculum: in 1885 the London
School Board defined the teacher’s role as showing children ‘the importance of cheerful
obedience to duty, of consideration and respect for others, and of honour, and
truthfulness in word and act’.16 The Spelling Book often contrasts the ‘good’ child with
the ‘bad’, suggesting that at least some children needed moral correction.17 Despite
attempts at reform, the curricular focus on obedience and values was supported by
pedagogy. As the Report of the Committee of Council of Education 1880-81 concluded, teachers
still privileged rote learning over children’s ability to ‘observe and think for
themselves’.18 Writing in 1888, William Morris lamented the ‘mechanical drill’ he
observed in Board schools, where ‘my heart sank before Mr M'Choakumchild and his
method’.19
Although its labelled illustrations of animals pay lip service to Locke, the Spelling
Book is an example of a popular primer that underpinned the rote, mechanical
instruction criticised by reformers in the last decades of the nineteenth century. First
published in 1801, it was repeatedly revised, with 500 editions printed in total.20
Originally written for use by middle-class mothers, who would have provided early
instruction at home, its low cost and large print runs made the book accessible to
working-class parents as well.21

John Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education, 3rd edn (London: A and J Churchill, 1695), pp.
270-279. EEBO. <http://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/OXVU1:LSCOP_OX:oxfaleph016481961>
[accessed 24 January 2019].
14 David Grylls, Guardians and Angels: Parents and Children in Nineteenth-Century Literature (London:
Faber & Faber, 1978), pp. 23–28.
15 Vincent, pp. 89 and 79.
16 Quoted in Gretchen Galbraith, Reading Lives: Reconstructing Childhood, Books and Schools in Britain,
1870-1920 (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1997), p. 93 and FN 38, p. 160.
17 See William Mavor, The English Spelling-Book, (London: Routledge, 1885), pp. 58–61 and 85–87.
18 Quoted in Vincent, p. 91, see also FN 175, p. 299.
19 William Morris, 'Thoughts on Education under Capitalism,' Commonweal, 4.129, (30 June 1888),
(para. 5 of 11) <www.infed.org/archives/e-texts/william_morris_thoughts_on_education_under_
capitalism.htm> [accessed 12 February 2019].
20 Elizabeth Mavor, ‘Mavor, William Fordyce’ [pseuds. W.F. Martyn, Numa] (1758-1837),
DNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 23 September 2004) <https://ezproxyprd.bodleian.ox.ac.uk:4563/10.1093/ref:odnb/18389> [accessed 11 February 2019].
21 Vincent, p. 68.
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Figure 2. Thomas Bewick, in William Mavor, The
English Spelling Book, ‘Words of three letters,’
© London: T. Goode, 1870, reproduced with
permission of The Licensor through PLSclear.

Until the 1880s the book’s
illustrations were by Thomas Bewick,
also the source for at least two of the
animals and one of the quotations on
The Homestead and the Forest.22 In his
introduction to Volume II of A History of
British Birds, Bewick justifies his project
by reminding readers that natural
history is one of the ‘approved branches of instruction’, thus defining his book as an
educational text.23 He aims his work at ‘youth’, in the hope he can ‘amuse and inform
them’.24 Jane Eyre seeks solace from John Reed in A History of British Birds, suggesting
his book’s popularity with children. It is possible that May also consulted her father’s
copy of the book as a child.25

Figure 3. Detail from The Homestead and the Forest, © The Society of Antiquaries London (Kelmscott
Manor) and Thomas Bewick, ‘The Heron,’ A History of British Birds, Vol. ii, © Newcastle: Charles Henry
Cook, 1832, p. 8, reproduced with permission of the Bodleian Library, Oxford.
See for example, William Mavor, The English Spelling Book, (London: T. Goode, 1870)
<http://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/OXVU1:LSCOP_ALL:oxfaleph013392912> [accessed 14
February 2019]; Haslam, p. 4; Kathy Haslam and Jill Halliwell, ‘Kelmscott Manor’s recent
acquisition: The Homestead and the Forest,’ gallery notes at Kelmscott Manor, 2016, p. 9.
23 Thomas Bewick, A History of British Birds, 2 vols (Newcastle: Charles Henry Cook, 1832), ii, p. iv.
24 Bewick, p. vi.
25 Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth, 1999), pp. 4–5; there were two copies
of Bewick’s History in William Morris’s library, see The Library of William Morris: A Catalogue
<https://williammorrislibrary.wordpress.com/?s=A+History+of+British+Birds&submit.x=0&su
bmit.y=0> [accessed 11 February 2019].
22
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Figure 4. Detail, The Homestead and the Forest, © The Society of Antiquaries London (Kelmscott
Manor) and Thomas Bewick, ‘Cameleopard,’ in Ralph Beilby, A General History of Quadrupeds, ©
Newcastle upon Tyne: S. Hodgson, R. Beilby, and T. Bewick, 1800, p. 118, courtesy of Special Collections,
Kenneth Spencer Research Library, University of Kansas Libraries.

Figure 5. Source of quotation in top
right corner of The Homestead
and the Forest, Thomas Bewick,
A History of British Birds, Vol.
ii, © Newcastle: Charles Henry
Cook, 1832, p. 272, reproduced
with permission of the Bodleian
Library, Oxford.

The 1885 edition of
the Spelling Book has new
illustrations
by
Kate
Greenaway. Given the popularity of her books and wallpaper among the middle class
– Edis even recommends that children paste images from her Christmas books on the
nursery wall – this update suggests a continued appeal to this audience.26 Further

26

Edis, p. 228.
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additions at the end of the book, ‘Advice to Young Persons Intended for Trade’ and
‘Golden Rules for Shopkeepers’, indicate that it was aimed at up-and-coming families.27
However, in spite of competition from an increasing number of educational
books following the 1870 Education Act,28 the content of the Spelling Book in its 1885
edition remained largely unchanged. An illustrated alphabet is followed by lists of words
of increasing length, sentences, and finally, short texts. In some of these, Mavor gives a
taste of the moralistic lessons underlying many of the later stories: ‘You are a bad boy,
if you pull off the leg of a fly […] Do as you are bid, or it may be bad for you.’29 These
lessons are often phrased as mottos. Thus, ‘Lesson 9’ in ‘Lessons of one Syllable’
instructs: ‘Try to learn fast. Thank those who teach you. Strive to speak plain.’30 Both
the 1870 and 1885 editions contain ‘Select Fables’, but while the 1870 edition sets off
the moral from the story as a poem of five or six lines, the 1885 edition leaves the stories
to speak for themselves, except in two cases where the morals are summed up as succinct
proverbs: ‘Whatever you do, do with all your might’ and ‘covetousness overreacheth
itself.’31 A further addition to the 1885 Spelling Book is a list of ‘Morals and Practical
Observations, which ought to be committed to memory at an early age’.32 Four pages
of single-spaced proverbs follow. These promote education, hard work, and frugality
among other virtues.
The addition of proverbs to the 1885 edition of the Spelling Book suggests that
parents and teachers valued short, pithy sayings reinforcing Christian behaviour that
clearly defined a child’s place in the world. Education was not the only sector that used
this method of instruction. William Morris owned a copy of James Howell’s
Paroimiographia, a seventeenth-century book of proverbs, which is the source of six of the
twelve quotations on The Homestead and the Forest.33 Self-help author Pye Henry Chavasse,
who in Counsel to a Mother on the Care and Rearing of her Children advocates teaching children
through ‘pictures’ rather than ‘moping over school books’, also wrote Aphorisms on the
Mental Culture and Training of a Child, which uses famous quotations to sum up each topic

Mavor, 1885, pp. 92–94.
Stephen Heathorn, For Home, Country, and Race: Constructing Gender, Class, and Englishness in the
Elementary School, 1880-1914 (London: University of Toronto Press, 2000), p. 14.
29 Mavor, 1885, p. 14.
30 Mavor, 1885, p. 26.
31 Mavor, 1885, pp. 79 and 82.
32 Mavor, 1885, p. 88.
33 James Howell, ‘English Proverbs,’ Paroimiographia (London: John Grismond, 1659), pp. 4, 9, 13;
Howell, ‘Proverbes, Refrains, où Quoilibets en la Langue Francoise’, p. 2; Howell, ‘Proverbs to
Posterity,’ pp. 1 and 3. Huntington Library and Art Gallery.
<http://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/OXVU1:LSCOP_ALL:oxfaleph016479643> [accessed 28
January 2019]; The Library of William Morris
<https://williammorrislibrary.wordpress.com/?s=Paroimiographia&submit.x=19&submit.y=>
[accessed 12 February 2019].
27
28
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of his childrearing advice.34 In Chavasse’s two works we see that the belief that
education should be engaging did not preclude the use of moralising proverbs to teach.
These contrasting methods are present on The Homestead and the Forest.
In Decorative Needlework, May explains that ‘taste is personal and linked to
experience’.35 The Homestead and the Forest is a unique pattern based on her study of
medieval embroidery and her own education. Although she designed other quilts, only
the Kelmscott bedspread and an 1893 order for one Mrs Whitley, recorded in the ledger
for the Morris & Co. embroidery workshop, of which May served as Director from
1885-1896, included animals in any significant number.36 Many of her embroidery
designs included text, usually from her father’s poetry.37 In its review of the third Arts
and Crafts Exhibition, The Illustrated London News identified The Homestead and the Forest
with ‘a Noah’s Ark order of feature’.38 This biblical story was a popular decoration in
nurseries, which may also have inspired May’s design.39
The quilt parallels a new interest in nursery decoration, fuelled by affordable
wallpaper using illustrations by Walter Crane and Kate Greenaway.40 Morris & Co.
advertised animal tiles by William de Morgan as ‘a popular choice for a child’s
nursery’.41 Most middle-class children slept in a nursery, usually comprised of two
rooms, one for sleeping and one for play and learning.42 Decoration aimed at middleclass children underlined contemporary ideas of the child as both imaginative and easily
influenced. Just as morals could be hammered into little brains through rote learning,
according to the medical writer James Sully, ‘we do our best to inoculate [children] with
our ideas as to what is pretty’.43

Chavasse, Counsel to a Mother, pp. 132–133; Pye Henry Chavasse, Aphorisms on the Mental Culture
and Training of a Child (London: J. & A. Churchill, 1872).
<http://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/OXVU1:LSCOP_OX:oxfaleph014710935> [accessed 12
February 2019].
35 May Morris, Decorative Needlework (London: Joseph Hughes & Co., 1893), p. 81.
36 Palmer, pp. 128–129; Haslam, p. 3.
37 See, for example, the Valance on William Morris’s bed, Kelmscott Manor; May Morris, ‘Fruit
Garden,’ Boston Museum of Fine Arts, cited in Rowan Bain, Jenny Lister and Anna Mason,
‘Wallpapers and Embroidery,’ in May Morris, Arts and Crafts Designer, ed. by Anna Mason et al
(London: Thames and Hudson, 2017), pp. 56–151 (pp. 90–91); May Morris, ‘Maids of Honour,’
William Morris Gallery; May Morris, ‘The Spring and Summer Panel,’ William Morris Gallery,
which has text in French.
38 ‘The Arts and Crafts Exhibition,’ Illustrated London News, 11 October 1890, p. 454
<http://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/OXVU1:LSCOP_OX:oxfaleph020899914> [accessed 12
February 2019].
39 Edis, p. 228.
40 Pauline Flick, ‘Nursery Wallpapers in Victorian Times,’ Country Life, 4 December 1969, p. 1519
<http://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/OXVU1:LSCOP_ALL:TN_proquest1769684048> [accessed 14
February 2019].
41 Quoted in William Morris Gallery Panel, ‘Ceramic Tiles.’
42 Mark Girouard, The Victorian Country House (London: Yale University Press, 1979),
p. 28.
43 Sully, p. 300.
34
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While middle-class children tended to spend most of their time in the nursery,
‘artistic’ families took a more relaxed approach.44 William Morris wrote that the attic
at Kelmscott Manor ‘is open, and is a fine place for children to play in’, a contrast to
the stuffy, low-ceilinged city nurseries, usually located at the top of a townhouse.45 May’s
visit to Naworth Castle, recorded in her Journal of the same name, is a testament to the
unusual freedom of her childhood experience. Written ‘for the benefit of my Mamma’,
she describes caving, fishing, and playing in rivers.46 While we cannot read a journal as
fact, the range of outdoor activities and its playful tone (‘I am very untidy and always
very dirty and sometimes I am ashamed to say very naughty’) suggests the informality
of May’s relationships with adults.47 It is likely her experience influenced her attitude to
children, as reflected in the quilt.
The Homestead and the Forest has a threefold design: the ‘homestead’, the ‘forest’,
and the textual border. The central image of the house and cultivated gardens – the
‘homestead’ – suggests a human presence, conspicuously left out, perhaps to allow the
child to imagine him/herself as part of the design. Haslam identifies the house and river
as Kelmscott Manor and the Thames, which as she points out, is in reality ‘a mere 250
metres from the manor’.48 Palmer and Mason each suggest that the quilt could be
modelled on images owned by the Morris family: the Hereford Mappa Mundi and the
Girona ‘Creation’ tapestry.49 Both use a circular design with a textual border. The
‘Creation’ tapestry places Christ at its centre, a contrast to May’s emphasis on the
centrality of home and, by extension, family.
Like the river surrounding the ‘homestead’, the quotations protect the ‘forest’.
These mottos are decorative and didactic. May used a Gothic font that imitated the
medieval script favoured by the Kelmscott Press.50 She viewed lettering as ornamental,
revealed, as Palmer argues, in the Ashmolean’s collection of her ‘monogram designs’.51
The lessons provide a moral safeguard against the dangers of the outside world. The
frontispiece to Paroimiographia, ‘Of Proverbs or Adages,’ advances views that chime with
May’s socialist politics and help to explain why she chose mottos alongside poetry to
adorn her quilt. Howell states that ‘Proverbs’ are ‘the peeples voice […] They are a
public Heritage entayld | On every Nation’. They are ‘passe[d] from Sire to Son’ and
‘fetch[ed] […] from the Nurse and Mothers brest’.52 Thus, they represent home truths

Girouard, p. 69.
Quoted in, May Morris, William Morris: Artist, Writer Socialist, 2 vols (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1936), I, 370; Edis, p. 229.
46 Journal of my Visit to Naworth Castle, William Morris Gallery/J2416, ‘Preface,’ p. I.
47 WMG/J2416, pp. II–III.
48 Haslam, p. 3.
49 Palmer, p. 132; Bain, Lister, and Mason, p. 118.
50 See MacCarthy, pp. 613–614.
51 Palmer, p. 129.
52 Howell, frontispiece.
44
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coined by all members of society, transmitted from parents to children. A child’s quilt,
with its implications of safety and comfort, is an apt vehicle for this type of instruction.
At the top of the quilt, the motto, ‘better unborn than untaught’ confirms its
pedagogical intent.53 The quotation contrasts with Mavor’s proverbial injunctions, ‘Try
to learn fast […] Strive to speak plain’, which suggest a utilitarian view of education,
rather than its fundamental value.54 Its position above the sun, which could be rising or
setting, underlines the concepts of birth and death, also suggested by its counterpart to
the right: ‘good times and bad times and all times get over.’55 This proverb appears on
a gravestone in The History of British Birds, linking it definitively to mortality. Though
death is inevitable, the quilt also promotes appreciation of life, regardless of social
position. ‘A living dog is better than a dead lion’ (originally from Ecclesiastes 9.4)
suggests, as Haslam and Halliwell assert, that ‘life is better than death, whatever one’s
social position’.56 Education and the basic worth of all people were socialist principles
that May supported. As Mason explains, a basic tenet of the Socialist League was that
‘education and outreach were the only way to bring about social change’.57 In contrast,
Mavor’s proverb, ‘Beware of making a false estimate of your own powers, character,
and pretensions’ reinforces adherence to class distinctions.58
May undermines the biblical notion of original sin through the interplay of word
and image in the bottom left of the quilt. The Farsi script, from The Rubaiyat of Omar
Khayyam, translates to: ‘In the heart one cannot plant the tree of grief. | Continually,
one must read a blessed book.’59 The tree directly above these lines is a reinterpretation
of the tree of knowledge, where the traditional Eve is replaced by an owl, a mythological
symbol of wisdom associated with Athena. Rather than sin, which causes the ‘grief’
referred to in the Farsi poem, knowledge should be cultivated, as the text states, through
reading. Mavor’s motto, ‘True wisdom consists in the regulation and government of the
passions; and not in a technical knowledge of arts and sciences’, links emotions and
wisdom, but sees knowledge as separate and less important, a disturbing perspective for
an educational text.60 In the quilt’s lower right corner, a tiger, reminiscent of William
Blake’s illustration for his poem ‘The Tyger’, bares his teeth, below which ‘tiger, tiger
burning bright, in the forest of the night’ emphasises the setting and suggests the
possibility of thriving, even in the metaphorical darkness of the outside world. The
quotation also contrasts with Mavor’s motto, as ‘burning bright’ marries passion with
light, suggesting that strong feeling is a vital force.
See Howell, ‘English Proverbs,’ p. 4; Jill Halliwell attributes the quote to Benjamin Jowett’s
1871 translation of Plato’s Republic, but I cannot locate the quote within that text.
54 Mavor, 1885, p. 26.
55 Bewick, p. 272.
56 Howell, ‘English Proverbs,’ p. 13; Haslam and Halliwell, p. 7.
57 Anna Mason, ‘May Morris: socialist agitator,’ p. 32.
58 Mavor, 1885, p. 90.
59 I am grateful to Dominic Brookshaw for his translation of this text.
60 Mavor, 1885, p. 91.
53
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May and Mavor both use mottos that promote kindness. A lioness extending
her paw to her cub in the lower left is a visual rendering of the proverb ‘the liberal hand
is better than the strong arm’, from The Gulistan of Sa’di, a Persian text with several
translations from the 1880s and ‘90s.61 The proverb, ‘love me, love my dog’, can also
be interpreted as a comment on parent-child relationships.62 As Haslam and Halliwell
explain, it promotes unconditional love ‘without judgement or censure’.63 Mavor
supports similar ideas through stories about children’s treatment of animals. He sums
up the lessons: ‘you must not hurt live things […] All things that have life can feel as
well as you can, and should not be hurt.’64 However, his language – ‘you must not’ – is
punitive, as opposed to the dual emphasis on love in May’s choice of proverb.
There is a humorous undertone to some of the quilt’s mottos and images. On
the right-hand side, the large bear eating honey, while being stung by bees, is flanked
by the saying, ‘while the cow chews the cud, the horse still eateth.’65 The Spelling Book
comments extensively on the perils of children’s overeating: in one story, Frank Pitt
nearly dies from constant consumption; in other lessons, three boys receive cakes from
their mothers. The greedy boy becomes ill. Another hoards his cake, which rots. The
third shares and is lauded by the narrator.66 While Mavor punishes excess, May exposes
its comedic side through the juxtaposition of the greedy bear and the parsimony implied
by the proverb.
The Italian proverb, ‘chi non soffre non vince’ (‘who does not suffer does not win’),
on the middle right of the border, might be linked to the tiger confronting a hedgehog
embroidered on the right diagonal from the quotation.67 This playful interpretation
contrasts to Mavor’s parallel proverb: ‘No man hath a thorough taste of prosperity, to
whom adversity never happened’, which links hardship to productivity.68 Mavor
reinforces this connection in the story ‘Industry and Indolence Contrasted’, in which
two brothers are each given a tree to cultivate. The industrious boy is rewarded with
fruit, while the indolent boy blames his father for giving him a rotten tree. In the end,
the latter redeems himself and successfully grows a different tree.69 May reinforces the
Sheikh Sadi, The Gulistan of Sheikh Sadi, trans. by Edward Rehatsek, ed. by David Rosenbaum
(Omphaloskepsis, 2010) (1888), p. 100
<https://archive.org/details/TheGulistanOrRoseGardenOfSadi-EdwardRehatsek/page/n11>
[accessed 12 February 2019]; William Morris owned the James Ross translation, which renders
the proverb as: ‘The hand of liberality is stronger than the arm of power.’ See Shaikh Sadi,
Gulistan, trans. by James Ross (London: Walter Scott, 1890), p. 106.
62 Howell, ‘Proverbes, Refrains, où Quoilibets en la Langue Francoise,’ p. 2; Haslam and Halliwell
identify the original source as a sermon from 1150 by St. Bernard de Clairvaux: see Haslam and
Halliwell, p. 7.
63 Haslam and Halliwell, p. 7.
64 Mavor, 1885, p. 29.
65 Howell, ‘Proverbs to Posterity,’ p. 3.
66 Mavor, 1885, pp. 46–47 and 58–61.
67 Translation in Haslam and Halliwell, p. 8.
68 Mavor, p. 90.
69 Mavor, 1885, pp. 85–87.
61
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rewards of hard work with the proverb, ‘Make thou the furrows and god will send the
seed.’70 As Haslam and Halliwell observe, the lowercase ‘g’ in ‘god’ is a reminder that
she was raised without religious education.71 The motto underlines the rewards of
cooperation and compromise, key tenets of May’s work ethic and of Socialism, further
developed by the Latin inscription, ‘Durum et durum non fecit murum’ (‘Hard and hard will
not make a wall’).72 May and Mavor both insist on the importance of hard work.
However, the quilt’s rich imagery, which teems with life, assumes productivity rather
than showing, as Mavor does, the material loss caused by idle behaviour.
In a lecture called ‘Pattern-Designing’, May describes an historical embroidery
design:
the earth ‘with its beasts and all its cattle; its creeping things and flying
fowl’ – the whole an epitome of the most passionate burst of rejoicing
of the Psalmist which inspired the work […] Design, such as this, is
deeply significant, the more, as the legends it told in imagery, both
fantastic and naturalistic, were felt as an ever-present reality.73

In The Homestead and the Forest we see a Victorian interpretation of such a design, where
the ‘ever-present reality’ is represented by proverbial text. While this border reflects
May’s beliefs, in promoting one point of view, it is not so different to the use of
moralising proverbs in the Spelling Book. As Stephen Heathorn asserts, schoolbooks
‘circumscribed’ individuality by promoting single modes of behaviour, supported by
rote pedagogical methods that failed to invite discussion.74 While the safety and comfort
of the mottos’ black and white statements are appropriate on a child’s quilt and may
have been intended for debate, they participate in mainstream pedagogy represented
by the Spelling Book. The quilt’s text offers an alternative to the morals promoted in
school books, while adhering to the idea that values can be transmitted through pithy
statements. Personal politics coincide with cultural convention in this unusual work of
art.

Howell, ‘Proverbs to Posterity,’ p. 1.
Haslam and Halliwell, p. 9; in 1870 during May Morris’s stay with the Howard family at
Naworth Castle, Rosalind Howard reported that she was ‘simply brought up without Theology.’
Quoted in Jan Marsh, ‘“A remarkable woman - though none of you seemed to think so:” The
overdue re-evaluation of May Morris’ Career,’ in May Morris: Art and Life, ed. by Lynne Hulse
(London: Friends of the William Morris Gallery, 2017), p. 10.
72 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, 8th edn (Philadelphia: J.W. Moore, 1857) (1621), p.
379. Google ebook; Haslam and Halliwell, p. 7.
73 May Morris, London, WMG, Briggs Archive, typescript of lecture, ‘Pattern-Designing’, p. 4.
74 Heathorn, pp. 19–20.
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